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Probably the only place where a man can feel really secure is in a maximum security prison, except for the imminent threat of release.
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Introduction

MOST OF THE STUFF IN THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN because somebody was either sufficiently kind or insane enough to ask me to write it. I’m grateful to the editors at such fine publications as D’Side Magazine, the Observer, the Guardian, Elle, Cosmopolitan, Cara, Esquire, the Melbourne Age, Time Out, the Termonfeckin Picayune and Swedish Bikers Monthly for picking up the telephone and persuading me to take a brief respite from researching my next novel – i.e. staring dolefully out the window and scratching my neck for hours at a time – in order to write something for them. Thanks must also be expressed to the good ladies and gentlemen at HarperCollins publishers for permission to reproduce the long article that concludes this tome from their own anthology Idle Worship, where it was first published in a slightly different form. The majority of pieces here appeared in shorter and considerably less offensive versions in the Sunday Tribune, Ireland’s quality Sunday newspaper, it says here. So I guess there are one or two things I should explain.

There are several interesting aspects to writing a column for a weekly newspaper. The regular heartless beatings from the editor, for instance. Another interesting thing about writing a weekly column is that your column has to be written several days before the newspaper is actually published. My Tribune column, for example, is written on a Wednesday afternoon. It’s supposed to be written on a Monday morning, but this is a simply ludicrous idea. It is all I can do to get out of the bed and give myself a bit of a wash on a Monday morning, never mind write anything. Thus, I have managed by stealth and begging to extend my Tribune deadline to Wednesday. It’s still not great. Having to write on a Wednesday what will not be read until the following Sunday can make life difficult. I am the kind of person who changes his mind the way others change their Calvin Kleins. Five days is a long time for one such as myself to believe anything consistently. Or is it? I don’t know. Yes, it is. Well, maybe not. (See what I mean?)

Newspapers presume an odd suspension of disbelief, wherein readers are invited to think that everything in the paper was written ten minutes before said paper was purchased. This is absolutely not the case. When, three years ago, I was first plucked from the hapless nostril of obscurity by the finger of fate and flicked to the almost laughable greatness of weekly Tribune journalism, I used to write my column on a Friday. This was a fine day for the penning of a column. A relaxed, speculative time of the week, good for the assembling of profound insights, dazzling perceptions and puerile double entendres. But now my deadline has changed. Now, every seven days, I arrive at Wednesday afternoon, that grey Athlone in the Midlands of the week, and I am often at a loss for where to turn next.

Take last year’s divorce referendum, for example. It took place on a Thursday. My column on the subject had to be written the day before the vote, to be published three days after it. This is what is known in the jargon of the trade as a pain in the ass. I mean, consider my position. Imagine, if you will, it’s the morning before the vote. There I am at the desk. I do not know if tomorrow a great blow will be struck for progress or whether the citizens of our poor windswept rock will have opted to spend another few decades in the late 1300s. The result will be announced on Saturday. Following this, I have no idea whether there will be a tremendous outpouring of either grief or beer chez moi. Whatever the outcome, my beloved readers will have their cherished personal views. If they are anti-divorce, and the vote was passed, no doubt they will already be deafened by the sound of the very fabric of society being reefed asunder, and they will have got hardly any sleep last night because the fornicating forces of evil will have been capering through the streets until dawn, led by the Whore of Babylon and Alan Shatter TD. If they are anti-divorce and the referendum was lost, they will be happy, and, in a spirit of reconciliation and Catholic charity, they will be offering rosaries for the eternal damnation of Mervyn Taylor. If they voted yes, and divorce was defeated, they will be pondering the effectiveness of that age-old Irish political strategy – a ballot paper in one hand and a Carmelite in the other. If they are pro-divorce and the referendum went their way, I don’t know what they’ll be doing. Booting out the husband before installing a member of the Chippendales, I suppose. Whatever. The point is, I don’t know the result! And this is bad. Because I’m supposed to have a view on all this, as a columnist.

What am I supposed to do? Next week is too late. All the interest in divorce will have faded by then. Next week we will have moved on to something the media considers really important, such as the Beatles reforming. (And as Henry VIII once said, now that’s what I call a reformation.)

So how am I supposed to do my job properly? How will I avoid being wrong and out-of-date with my column in future? One solution is for me to do books like this where I can go back and silently correct my mistakes and make myself look a lot more clever and perceptive than I actually was at the time. The only other solution is for me to start coming around to your house on a Sunday morning to discuss the news with you personally. Admittedly, the number of readers I could actually visit might be limited. But then, if Santa can get to all the boys and girls in one night, I’m sure I can get to all the Sunday Tribune readers in one morning. Yes. That’s agreed then. Next Sunday, I’ll be round to your gaff just after half-eleven Mass. So do remember to get the kettle on. Or not. Because, of course, by the time you read this, I’ll probably have changed my mind.

In the meantime, I would like to thank the editor of the Sunday Tribune, Peter Murtagh, and all the staff at the paper for their unfailing kindness and help, particularly those in the magazine department. I know calling it ‘the magazine department’ makes it sound like the kind of mammoth and smoke-filled open-plan office alive with the stuttering of a hundred typewriters which you see in the Alan J. Pakula film All the President’s Men, whereas, in point of fact, it is two relatively quiet and calm rooms at the end of a narrow corridor. But still. Many thanks to the magazine department, for giving me ideas, for giving me cigarettes and for allowing me come into the office sometimes and look through the mail and peer at the computer screen like I understand it and loudly say newspaper stuff like ‘deadline’ and ‘colour piece’ and ‘sub-editor’ and, indeed, ‘magazine department’ and fantasise that I am a real journalist called ‘Scoop’. (Look, I don’t get out of the house much, OK?) A special obsequious crawl of gratitude must go to magazine editor Ros Dea for her ineffable wonderfulness in the face of my persistent lateness with copy, my shameless recycling of jokes used two years ago and my quite laughably lame excuses for demanding weeks off at the very last minute.

Many thanks are also due to Anne-Marie Casey, to my family and friends for ideas, to Edwin Higel, Bairbre Drury Byrne and Billy Doran at New Island Books for their constant help, friendliness and professionalism, to Tony Glavin, a most thoughtful and scrupulous editor, and to everyone at Reed Books in London for their commitment and support, which I truly appreciate. Finally I would like to thank my bank manager and all the helpful people in the Overdue Accounts Departments at Visa Card, American Express, the ESB, Bord Telecom, Bord Gais, Cablelink and my car insurance company for their many letters over the years, encouraging me to keep right on working. Couldn’t have done it without you, guys.


Chapter 1

Getting to Know the Lord

‘The Peerage is one book a young man about town should know thoroughly. It is the best thing in fiction the English have ever done.’

A Woman of No Importance, Oscar Wilde

IT IS JUST AFTER THREE-THIRTY ON A RAINY LONDON Monday afternoon and the moment is fast approaching for which God put me on the earth and made me a journalist. After all the years of suffering and loneliness and poverty, all the relentless hackery, all the unappreciated experimental theatre reviews and the failed feature article ideas, I am here. It’s the big time. I am in Lord Jeffrey Archer’s bathroom! LOOK AT ME, MA. I’M ON TOPPA DA WOILD!! Not the bathroom of his country residence, the old vicarage, Grantham, once inhabited by the poet Rupert Brooke. No, I am in one of Lord Archer’s other bathrooms, the one so elegantly surrounded by his luxury penthouse flat on the banks of the River Thames. It is, it must be said, a very nice bathroom indeed. And my proudest moment is coming soon. But I am not enjoying myself.

I am so nervous at the prospect of meeting my hero. I close my eyes and take deep breaths. I open my eyes again. I pace the floor. I try to whistle. I notice suddenly, for some reason, that there is hardly any bog roll. But that’s OK. Nothing to worry about there. I do, after all, have a copy of Lord Archer’s latest book, Twelve Red Herrings, in my holdall. If the worst comes to the worst. Not that you would actually use Twelve Red Herrings for that particular purpose. And I really do mean that sincerely, folks.

I pace the floor again, relentless anxiety flickering through my nerve endings. I am so thirsty. There is no glass. I turn on the cold tap and try to get my mouth underneath it. I accidentally splash water all down my front. It is all a disaster. I try again. I actually have to crane my neck and pucker my lips and put them around the end of the tap and suck. Good God in heaven, I am sucking the cold tap of the most popular novelist in Britain! It just doesn’t get very much better than this.

Getting in to see Lord Archer was a bit of a big deal. I turned up five minutes early and explained myself to the laconic concierge, who showed me into the lift and pressed the button. ‘When the lift stops,’ he intoned, gravely, ‘just push the door. And you will be in Lord Archer’s apartment.’ Hey, the man has his own lift door. That’s how rich he is. His own lift door! I don’t even have my own ironing board.

‘Good afternoon,’ one assistant said, as the door opened.

‘Welcome,’ the other said.

‘Can I use the bathroom?’ I said.

But I am so nervous now that I cannot actually pee. The knowledge that there is nothing but wall space between an author of Lord Archer’s godlike magnitude and my own lowly self is making me so tense that my urethra is practically prehensile. Lord Archer’s soap! My God, Lord Archer’s towels!

Look, this man is really famous. He is the cultural wing of the Conservative Party. He is to the modern Tories what Jean-Jacques Rousseau was to Abraham Lincoln. And then there’s all his famous mates to consider, too. I mean, Lord Archer has some pretty glitzy and influential friends, you know. And he’s well known for the posh society parties he throws here in his luxurious gaff. So who knows what noses have been briskly powdered within these walls? Who knows who has slugged down the champers and popped in here to Jeffrey’s jacks for a spot of quick relief over the years? Perhaps John Major himself has pointed the Prime Ministerial percy at this particular porcelain? And which of that shower of Tory bastards, to use Mr Major’s affectionate term for his colleagues, have had a satisfying tinkle in here? Perhaps Cecil Parkinson has gingerly lifted this very seat? Perhaps Michael ‘Tarzan’ Heseltine has rearranged his Little Richard hairstyle in that very mirror? Perhaps, oh my God, perhaps even Mrs (now of course Lady) Thatcher has... no, no, I’d better stop. The excitement really is getting too much for me. And anyway, I am now ready to meet The Lord.

I complete my ablutions and venture out, down a long corridor hung with framed political cartoons and into Lord Archer’s living room. I stop in my tracks. The living room is bigger than my entire flat. If you were to fart now, perchance, no matter how discreetly, there would be a resounding echo. There are white armchairs and big fat sofas, two huge glass coffee tables piled high with art books. There are paintings on the walls, a large English classical scene and a couple of L. S. Lowry oils. Through a half-open door I can see a bedroom containing an enormous canopied four-poster bed of the type I feel sure Madonna must own.

An efficient young woman comes in and asks if there is anything I would like. What a question. An immediate and rather totalitarian communist revolution, I am thinking, but all I say, cringing moral coward that I am, is ‘A glass of water, please.’

‘Fizzy?’ she enquires.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Fizzy.’ (I don’t want to appear unsophisticated. I am in with the literary set now, after all.)

From somewhere above me I hear Lord Archer’s booming voice. I look up and see that the apartment is designed in what I believe is called in polite society the ‘split-level’ manner. He is up above me, where he belongs, on the telephone, discussing, no doubt, some contract or another. ‘Right,’ he keeps saying. ‘Yes. Right. Now look, this is too important to get wrong, OK?’

I chew my nails. With a sudden and terrible start I realise that I want to go to the toilet again. I wonder if the bathroom is vacant, or if it’s being cleaned by the butler. But it’s too late. Lord Archer descends the stairs with the proud grace and swanlike majesty of Scarlett O’Hara in a Savile Row suit. I proudly shake the very hand that wrote Kane and Abel and Not a Penny More, Not a Penny Less.

Lord Archer is surprisingly small. He is well preserved and lightly tanned and a little chubby around the midriff. He looks a bit tired today. Perhaps he has been counting his money. I wonder, just for a moment, whether this is the correct moment to ask him if his toilet is vacant. Perhaps not. But even if his toilet is not vacant, his oleaginous smile certainly is. Hey, it’s a swings and roundabouts thing.

I sit on one of the big sofas and Lord Archer sinks into an armchair, putting his feet up on the coffee table. He puts on his glasses and reads over the letter he has received from the Sunday Tribune, requesting this interview. The letter mentions in passing that I know his editor at HarperCollins, the London publishing house that has just signed him up for a multi-million-pound three-book deal.

‘How d’you know Stuart?’ he says. ‘Were you at college with him?’

‘No,’ I simper. ‘I used to be published by him.’

‘What do you write then?’ he says.

‘Novels,’ I say.

He looks at me, beaming, his eyebrows raised. ‘Do you?’ he says. ‘Do you really? Well, well, well.’ He regards me the way senior members of the British Royal Family regard Rastafarians from the inner city whom they occasionally have to meet at charity functions. ‘Do you? Really. How marvellous. Well, well. How marvellous for you.’

Lord Archer is wearing a beautifully cut two-piece tin of fruit, an immaculate shirt, a red-cream-and-blue striped tie and glittering gold cufflinks shaped like the House of Commons portcullis. He is nicely turned out, but his black shoes are in need of a good polish. For some odd reason, this does not surprise me at all.

I take a deep breath and kick off by asking his Lordship to tell me about an average day’s writing.

‘I rise,’ he says, ‘at about five in the morning.’ (You see? Greatness already. You and me, being peasants, get up. But Lord Archer ‘rises’. What a marvellous sight it must be, Lord Archer rising at five in the morning.) ‘I work from six until eight. Ten until twelve. Two until four. Six until eight. Go to bed about nine-thirty, ten. Get up at five the next morning. I will do that for a first draft, which takes about six weeks, every word handwritten, and then I will do probably, oh, the last book was fifteen drafts, every one handwritten, and took two years. So it’s a long, tough process. Anyone who imagines’ – suddenly stops and beams at me – ‘I am not saying this to you, Joe, I am saying it to your readers – anyone who imagines that you can knock a novel off is living in a dream world.’

But people do imagine that, I point out. People often say, ‘God, I’m so broke, I think I’ll knock off a crap best-seller and make lots of money.’ And then they usually say, ‘Look at that Jeffrey Archer. He makes millions out of his books and they’re a load of atrocious auld blather.’

Lord Archer casts his eyes towards the heavens and smiles tolerantly at the pure idiocy of these poor imbecilic creatures, before shrugging manfully and shooting me an all-boys-together glance of artistic solidarity.

‘Ah well,’ he says. ‘You know only too well, Joe, eh?’

‘Oh yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, Lord Archer. I do.’

He joins his fingertips and chortles again, at the ludicrous idea that anybody might think he actually spends all year long in his four-poster scratcher and then writes his books in a weekend. ‘I think the easier it looks, the more convinced they are they can do it. And if they realised how much work went into making it look easy, they wouldn’t say those things. To be fair, Joe, there are several of my friends who have tried. They say’ – His Lordship affects devastatingly hilarious ‘cockney’ accent at this point – ‘“Oi’ve known Jeffery all me life. Oi’ll ’ave a go.” And they had the courtesy, in some cases, and the good manners to say, “It is not as easy as it looks.”’ (Snorts with laughter.) ‘Otherwise everyone would be doing it!’

He has the most amazing laugh. HAHAHAHAHA. If you crossed a burst of machine-gun fire with the sound of a steroid-stuffed woodpecker attacking a tree, you would come up with something not unlike Lord Archer’s laugh.

‘I don’t enjoy writing,’ he confides. ‘I find it very hard work.’ Now, I must say that this surprises me greatly. I have been keenly studying his ample oeuvre in preparation for meeting him, and, God, now, I would have sworn that any author who could actually pen the immortal sentence ‘Only a blind man could have missed what was likely to happen next, and although I might not have been blind, I certainly turned a blind eye’ was utterly in love with the myriad possibilities of the English language.

Other people – knockers, has-beens, philistines and left-wing lesbian-loving begrudgers – seem to think his books are a steaming pile of fetid guano. But not me. I love them. Lord Archer is quite rightly celebrated for all his famous charity work, but nothing to me is quite as charitable as his writing. There is, for instance, no clapped-out and unfortunate old cliché so hackneyed that Lord Archer will not find a good home for it. Consider the story ‘Trial and Error’, the opening salvo of Twelve Red Herrings. ‘The hours turned into days, the days into weeks, the weeks into...’? You guessed it. ‘Months.’ What is the hero’s friend as good as? ‘His word.’ What hours did the hero work? ‘All the hours God sent.’ What are Yorkshire men well known for? ‘For being blunt.’ What do crime reporters turn up to court in? ‘Their hordes.’ (Not their taxis.) What do they follow every word of the trial with? ‘With relish’, of course. And with mustard and mayonnaise, too, I suppose.

For me, the playfully ironic use of language is what is ultimately most impressive about the maestro’s style. ‘I devoured them hungrily,’ the hero tells us, of his fish and chips. (Like, how else would you devour something?) ‘I was put in a cell with a petty criminal called Fingers Jenkins. Can you believe, as we approach the twenty-first century, that anyone could still be called Fingers?’ Well, the answer to that is a very firm, ‘No, I couldn’t, Lord Archer, we stopped giving fictitious criminals names like Fingers very shortly after Charles Dickens departed the corporeal realm.’ You see, a thing like that would give a lesser author cause for mild concern, yet it didn’t stop Lord Archer. Oh, no. He is truly an artist who blazes, as he would say himself, his own trail. He paddles his own canoe, he has his nose to the grindstone, his back to the wheel, his head on the ground and his feet in the clouds. Not only does he bring his literary horse to water, but he also makes it, in a very real sense, drink. And every word handwritten, too.

‘I can’t type,’ he explains. ‘I don’t know how to use any machinery.’ It is a very long time indeed since I have heard a typewriter described as ‘machinery’. Again, again, the revolutionary use of language. ‘Also, I have a feeling at the end of a six-week session, it’s... it’s... it’s a bit puritanical, but I have the feeling that I have done it. It is my work. It doesn’t belong to anyone else.’ He pauses and nods and beams at me. ‘I like that,’ he says. I reflect that if there’s one thing Lord Archer shouldn’t worry his fluffy little head about, it’s the possibility of other authors anywhere in the whole wide world claiming that his work belongs to them, and not him.

Lord Archer in conversation has two expressions. There is the smile, of course. He smiles like a man who has had emergency corrective facial surgery in a Third World country. And then there is the serious, concerned look. This means not smiling, basically, and knotting up his eyebrows, and sometimes removing his spectacles and sucking on the bit that goes over the ear. When I ask him to tell me some of his views on the short story form, he flips into serious mode. The eyebrows are so knotted they are practically Gordian. The spectacles are so thoroughly sucked they are nearly hyperventilating.

‘Well, I think I am a storyteller first and foremost. I mean, lots of people write short stories. And they’re not short stories at all. They’re described in the press as, you know, so-and-so-and-so-and-so, the world-famous author, has written twelve short stories. Often they’re twelve essays. Or twelve very well-written pieces. But short stories are...’

I lean forward, waiting for enlightenment.

‘Short stories... they have to be stories. H. H. Monroe wrote stories. Maupassant wrote stories. Ummmm, Somerset Maugham wrote stories. Graham Greene even. Fitzgerald even.’

Gosh. As I listen to Lord Archer, I am practically overcome with gratitude for his revealing so kindly and incisively to me that Scott Fitzgerald wrote stories. I pick up my copy of Twelve Red Herrings and flick through it while he expounds. Actually, I just want to take my eyes off his spectacles, which by now are so moist they are practically orgasmic. I must confess, it is a tad difficult to detect the influence of Scott Fitzgerald and Guy de Maupassant on such delicate examples of the Archerian prose style as the following:


Under the terms of the flotation, fifty-one per cent of the shares would be retained by Rosemary and myself. Jeremy explained to me that for tax reasons they should be divided equally between us. My accountants agreed, and at the time I didn’t give it a second thought. The remaining 4,900,000 one pound shares were quickly taken up by institutions and the general public, and within days of the company being listed on the stock exchange their value had risen to £2.80.



This, again, is from ‘Trial and Error’. As is the following little gem: ‘Funny, it wasn’t the fact that Jeremy had been sleeping with my wife that caused me to snap, but that he had the arrogance to think he could take over my company as well.’ Cracking stuff, huh? Tender is the Night, roll over and die. When I place the book with reverence back down on the coffee table and look at Lord Archer again, the spectacles too are on the table (smoking a cigarette and asking how was it for you?) and their owner is still wittering on about stories. ‘Stories. Stories. Yes, other people write... ummm... essays. And write very erudite important pieces. And they’re not stories. I tell a story, you see. So they’re certainly stories... You see, a story, to me...’

(Sheesh, I guess what the guy’s saying here is, he writes stories, OK?) I ask whether people ever come up to him and tell him anecdotes as raw material for his... er... stories.

‘Yes.’ He shakes his head and closes his eyes and does his tolerant smile again. ‘But I’m afraid ninety-nine out of a hundred are useless. I was just on a tour of Australia and New Zealand. And I foolishly said in one speech, “I’m always searching for a good short story.” And three people came up to me afterwards and told me three of the most pathetic stories I’ve ever heard in my life. And I had to smile and be polite.’

I convey my sympathies. It must be awful, I imagine, having to deal with a whole room full of over-excited Jeffrey Archer fans, particularly in an Antipodean climate. ‘But sometimes someone gives you an absolute gem,’ he says, ‘like “Cheap at Half the Price”.’ (This shattering masterpiece is about a woman who tricks her husband and her lover into each forking out half a million pounds to buy her a necklace. I felt it was very reminiscent of early Kafka, with faint echoes of late Enid Blyton.)

‘I mean,’ Lord Archer continues, ‘a girl stopped me in the street just straight after lunch.’ (‘Girls’ seem to stop Lord Archer in the street quite often, the lucky old bounder.) ‘And she said, “The whole of New York is talking about ‘Cheap at Half the Price’. And everybody wants to know who the girl is.” And I said, “Well, that’s very flattering.” She said, “We’re all asking each other ‘Who is this amazing Consuela Rosenheim?’”’

Funny, that. I had just been lying awake in a lather of sweat every night for six weeks asking myself the same question.

All this stuff is so extraordinary that it is almost impressive. Lord Archer really does expect you to swallow that in the week in which we are having this conversation, the week of the beginning of the O. J. Simpson trial and Gerry Adams’ first visit to America, ‘the whole of New York’ is discussing his book. It is a quite remarkable and utterly convincing pantomime of self-belief. ‘But why do you write, Lord Archer?’ I say, in a heartfelt manner. ‘I mean, why? Do you ever ask yourself that?’

He ponders for a moment. He gives the specs another good lick. ‘It’s certainly not for the money,’ he assures me, fervently. ‘I don’t need any more. I could live out of this country, of course, and not pay my tax. Or I could have yachts and dancing girls... But I don’t.’

‘Oh, no,’ I say. ‘As if.’

‘So,’ he says, ‘I don’t write for money. I have enough to last me the rest of my life. And more than I need. Far more than I need. I don’t want that printed, because then I’ll have a thousand begging letters the next day, but as you can see looking here’ (he gestures around the digs with a faintly regal flick of the wrist), ‘as you can see, I don’t need any more. So it’s not the money.’

So what is it? He purses his lips and shrugs and attempts a kind of aw-shucks-little-boy-lost grin.

‘I do enjoy people stopping me in the street in every country. In every country on earth. That is thrilling, Joe. And anyone who says it isn’t is a nut. And in your country in particular, if I walk down O’Connell Street, I mean, I can’t get from one end of O’Connell Street, you know, to the other in under two hours. In under two hours!! Without them coming up to me and going’ (closes eyes and grits his teeth), ‘“Wah wah wah wah wah wah wah wah wah.” And they all go at you. And I love it.’

This is actually the noise Lord Archer makes. Wah wah wah wah wah wah wah wah wah. He sounds like either a runaway police car or a former member of The Supremes. I am very concerned about this. I mean, I actually live in Dublin and nobody has ever come up to me in O’Connell Street and gone ‘wah wah wah wah wah wah’, for even five minutes, never mind two whole hours. A terrible thought strikes me. These people coming up to Lord Archer in O’Connell Street and going ‘wah wah wah wah wah wah’ for several hours at a time, thereby preventing the poor man from going about his proper business – are they really his fans, or are they in point of fact deranged and potentially violent smackheads prematurely released from custody?

But he loves it, he says. There is nothing in life really better than being stopped in the street by his fans and listening to them go ‘wah wah wah wah wah wah’ at him. It makes all the hard work worthwhile. He seems to have a huge need to be liked, I say. Does he have any idea why this is?

‘It’s just human, isn’t it?’

Well, yes, I concede, it may be just a human need, but Lord Archer does seem to have it big time, with extra mayo and fries to go.

‘Yes, well, if you take the trouble to write, you want people to enjoy it. Aren’t you the same, Joe?’

‘Well, I suppose so.’

‘HAHAHA,’ he laughs. ‘Yes. You see. HAHAHA. HAHAHA.’

When I take my fingers out of my ears, and the dull ringing sound eventually recedes, I suggest that surely there’s more to it than this. Perhaps, I suggest, Lord Archer is trying to compensate for something. Did he have a happy childhood?

‘Yes. Very. In Weston-Super-Mare.’

And what about this chap who keeps popping up in the papers these days, claiming to be Lord Archer’s long-lost brother?

‘What about him?’

‘Well, is he? Your brother?’

‘I don’t know. He might be. He might not. I haven’t met him.’

‘He says he met you at a cricket match a few years ago.’

Lord Archer shrugs. ‘I meet a lot of people. People come up to me, Joe, every day, you know, and they say all sorts of things to me.’

‘Things like, I’m your long-lost brother?’ (Or things, I ponder, like wah wah wah wah wah wah wah?)

He shrugs, and gazes in silence at his fingernails.

‘So you don’t really know whether or not you’re an only child.’

‘I am,’ he says. ‘I think I am.’

I point out to him that the mystery of the disappearing brother is symptomatic of a problem I encountered often while researching this interview. The facts of Lord Archer’s early life tend to get shifted more often than an attractive junior researcher at the Tory Party annual conference. Did he, for example, attend Brazenose College, Oxford?

For the first time during our conversation, the smile fades. Lord Archer looks a trifle miffed. The handsome face is attempting to work its muscles back into grin mode, but it’s not quite succeeding. It’s all coming out instead as a rather disquieting leer. Lord Archer looks like an irritated Muppet. ‘Call them,’ he says. ‘You just ring them up later and ask them.’

‘Why can’t you just tell me?’ I ask.

‘No, no, no,’ he says, still attempting to grin. ‘You just ring them. It will only cost twenty pence. You ring them and see what they say.’

He fiddles with his wedding ring, twisting, twisting. He takes it off and pops it from palm to palm as though it is suddenly very hot to the touch.

‘Call them,’ he says.

‘Alright, I will,’ I say.

‘Good,’ he says. ‘You do that. You ring them.’

It seems like a good moment to stop. I have taken enough of the great man’s time. There are stories to be written, after all, and begging letters to be answered. I hang around for a few minutes, wondering if there is something I could steal and watching the photographer arrange Lord Archer by the window so that we can see the House of Commons and the Thames in the background. His Lordship looks very comfortable indeed in this pose. You even begin to suspect that he might have done it a few times before. What a guy. What an old pro. (Not that Lord Archer would know anything about old pros, of course. Old prose, maybe. But old pros, no.)

And we are just leaving, the photographer and I, when a funny thing happens. There is a big white statue out in the hall, by the lift, and the photographer asks very politely if he can take a picture of Lord Archer beside this statue.

‘No, no,’ Lord Archer snaps. ‘You can’t photograph that. That’s my wife’s. Not mine. You can’t photograph it!!’

I am halfway down in the lift before it occurs to me. What a genuinely strange thing that was to say. But then, I guess that’s The Lord for you, ain’t it? They do say he moves in mysterious ways.


Chapter 2

Live and Let Diet

NOW LOOK HERE, I’M A NEW MAN. I AM. SWEAR TO GOD. I can express my feelings. I am in touch with my feminine side, my inner child, my personal karma. I cry at films. I iron my socks. I hug trees so hard there’s been a bit of talk in the neighbourhood. You name it, I do it. And yet, and yet, here I am walking into Brown Thomas to get my first-ever facial massage feeling every bit as calm as a condemned criminal about to ascend the scaffold.

What the hell is wrong with me? I am sweating. I am nervous. I have chewed my fingernails down to the knuckles. If the cheeks of my bum were clamped together any more tightly I’d be able to crack walnuts with them. Why?

Yes, yes, yes, I know Irish men are uneasy about looking after their skin. Of course they are. This, of course, is because of our historical role models. Would Patrick Pearse have had a facial massage? Would Eamon De Valera? Would they heck. Yet the truth is, we’ve all had a surreptitious little dab in the mott’s cold-cream when she hasn’t been looking. So it isn’t a macho thing with me, oh, no. I think I’m uneasy because I’m putting myself into the hands of experts. Like most Irish people, I’m uneasy about experts. This is because I don’t know what
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